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Protecting lake conroe’s 
water Quality

the San Jacinto River author-
ity (SJRa) has been monitoring the water 
quality in Lake conroe since the lake was 
originally built in 1973.  during that time, 
many things have changed, but one im-
portant thing has stayed the same – the 
water quality in Lake conroe has remained 
very good.

the water quality report card for our 
region is contained in a document pro-
duced by the Houston-galveston area 
council (Hgac) as part of its clean Rivers 
Program (cRP).  the document is called 
the 2014 Basin Highlights Report, and it 
can be found at www.h-gac.com.  as you 
can see in table 1 taken from the Report, 
Lake Conroe recently received a “five 
frog” rating.  while the rating has a humor-
ous note to it, the important thing to note 
is that Lake conroe continues to receive 
strong reports year after year related to 
water quality conditions.

Table 1.  In this summary table from 
the Hgac 2014 Basin Highlights Reports, 
blue boxes represent parameters that are 
“improving,” brown boxes are “degrad-
ing,” and white boxes represent no sig-
nificant change.  The numbers in the table 
represent the percent of total stream “seg-
ment length” (or shoreline miles) that had 

samples that were “of concern” for each 
parameter.  

as mentioned above, while overall 
water quality has remained basically the 
same, a number of things have changed 
with regard to Lake conroe’s water qual-
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ity, and those things relate to the strate-
gies used for monitoring and protecting 
water quality.  

SJRa’s early water quality monitor-
ing program consisted primarily of a 
voluntary set of basic parameters that 
were tested on a monthly basis through 
a partnership between SJRa and the city 
of Houston.  the primary parameters 
were dissolved oxygen, pH, temperature, 
hardness, ammonia, nitrogen, biochemi-
cal oxygen demand, suspended solids, 
iron, manganese, total organic carbon, 
sulphates, and total phosphorous.

over the years, sampling technolo-
gies improved allowing for more accu-
rate results and more cost-effective sam-
pling programs.  the list of parameters of 
interest also increased greatly.

In addition to the parameters listed 
above, the following is a PaRtIaL list of 
the parameters that we currently test for:  
specific conductance, turbidity, alkalinity, 
color, UV-254 (related to organic carbon), 
total Kjeldahl nitrogen (related to organic 
nitrogen and ammonia that can promote 
algae growth), E. coli, fecal coliform, 
metals (including silver, mercury, cadmi-
um, nickel, arsenic, barium, lead, copper, 
etc.), pesticides, herbicides, giardia, MIB 
and geosmin (related to taste and odor), 
organic compounds, and volatiles.

In addition to an aggressive monitor-
ing program, SJRa is also in the process 
of developing a formal watershed protec-
tion plan, which is a coordinated frame-
work for implementing water quality pro-
tection and restoration strategies.  the 
watershed protection plan is like a menu 
of options for protecting water quality 
with an associated cost-benefit analysis 
for each menu option.  working with a 
group of local stakeholders, including 
representatives from around Lake con-
roe, SJRa is working to determine which 
menu options, or strategies, make sense 
for implementing here on Lake conroe.

The first step in development of the 
watershed protection was “character-
izing” the watershed, which identifies 
potential pollution sources.  we have 
mapped the on-site sewage facilities 
(septic systems), sewage treatment 
plants, sewage lift stations, all major 
stormwater outfalls that dump into the 
lake, and much more.  after reviewing the 
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watershed characterization, the stake-
holder group has spent many months 
learning about water quality protection 
strategies.  Eventually, the stakeholder 
group will recommend certain strategies 
to be considered by SJRa’s board of direc-
tors for implementation.  

almost certainly, one of the major strat-
egies will be public education and outreach 
because many of our own personal behav-
iors can have a significant impact on water 
quality.  Good examples include over-fertil-
ization of our lawns and over-use of herbi-
cides.  other strategies being considered 
include an improved program for ensuring 
proper septic system maintenance and en-
hanced requirements for storm water run-
off from new developments.

our goal is to have the watershed 
protection plan in place by June, 
2015. You will be hearing more in the 
months to come.  for more informa-
tion on the watershed protection 
plan, please visit www.sjra.net. u




